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The Writing Between the Lines:
The Effects of Psychotherapy on Anne Sexton’s “In Celebration of My Uterus”
Many scholars, myself included, have questioned the efficacy of writing as a method of
psychotherapy when presented with the tragic suicides of famous authors such as Virginia
Woolf, Ernest Hemingway, Anne Sexton, and others. In the case of Anne Sexton, however, there
are many who are quick to point out the likelihood that writing may not have saved her life, but
was nonetheless successful in extending it (e.g. Lester and Terry, Middlebrook, and Bolton).
Diane Middlebrook, Anne Sexton’s biographer, has discussed several ways in which Sexton’s
therapy influenced her work in general, but few authors have discussed how therapy influenced
the details of her poems. While therapy certainly influenced the major themes and style of
Sexton’s poetry, such a broad study of therapy’s influence on her works undermines the intimate
way in which therapy shaped Sexton’s individual poems. In order to assist the student of
Sexton’s poetry in appreciating the magnitude of therapy in shaping not only her life experience,
but her individual works of poetry, I will be addressing her poem “In Celebration of My Uterus.”
I will discuss the therapeutic self-expression which inspired her to write “In Celebration of My
Uterus” and how therapy contributed to its form and content through an extensive revision
process and through Sexton’s therapeutic goals to explore her femininity, to make a moral
difference in the world, and to connect with others personally and collectively.
One of the main themes of Sexton’s therapy was her struggle to understand and express
her femininity. Sexton combatted social ideals of feminine domesticity and how feminine roles
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did or did not agree with her both in her therapy and in her poetry. In fact, her uncertainty
regarding the feminine experience “was a living example of the ways that what we today call
gender ideologies deformed the identities of middle-class women of her generation,” a deformed
identity which Sexton often expressed to her therapist, Dr. Martin Orne (Middlebrook,
“Psychotherapy” 401). Until she discovered her talent for poetry, Sexton’s writing was mostly a
form of raw self-expression, a messy exposition of complex emotions. Sexton’s finished poems
certainly contain a level of self-expression, but they present that self-expression in a controlled
environment of sorts—using carefully crafted metaphor, imagery, and lexical specificity.
Although Sexton’s finished works are polished expressions of emotion, it is important to
remember that they still exhibit an exploration of the personal psyche. They are still works of
therapy. This is important in recognizing that therapy was the foundation upon which Sexton’s
poems were crafted. This understanding of therapy’s foundational role in Sexton’s poetry makes
it reasonable to assume, that “In Celebration of My Uterus” began as an exploration of Sexton’s
conflicting thoughts on her own femininity. The poem itself suggests this in the speaker’s plea
“let me study . . . / let me examine” (Sexton, lines 50-51). Here, the speaker desires to know and
understand femininity, the subject of the poem. The therapeutic process of introspective study,
including Dr. Orne’s encouragement to write poetry, likely led Sexton to write the first draft of
“In Celebration of My Uterus” to explore her conflicting thoughts on feminism. Therapy’s
influence on the poem, however, was only just beginning.
Sexton’s therapy was also a major factor in the revision of her poems. Poetry as a form of
psychotherapy revolves around revision. Revising a draft compels an author to concentrate on
the form of a poem rather than its content which would have provided Sexton with “both the
action that therapists deem to be therapeutic and the distancing of the self from one’s problems”
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(Lester and Terry 83). The emotional distancing of one’s self from their pain or their personal
experiences allows the author to view their struggles from a more objective viewpoint and thus
escape the emotional connotations that contribute to an inability to resolve emotional or mental
conflicts. Writing raw emotion can be cathartic and somewhat therapeutic, but revision “is a
powerful, deeply thoughtful process of attempting to capture the experience, emotion, or
memory as accurately as possible” and thus offers the author an opportunity to make sense of
their situations and feelings (Bolton 120). Because Sexton edited her poems heavily, this method
of therapeutic revision must have been integral in her poetic process. This means Sexton often
revised and restructured her poetry specifically as an extension of her therapy. Thus, her therapy
was intimately involved in the crafting of her poems, not just the inspiration to write on personal
or psychological subjects.
The role of revisional therapy is particularly apparent in “In Celebration of My Uterus”
through the poem’s lack of intimate personal emotion. Sexton was very open when
communicating about her personal life and saw no reason to keep vivid personal experiences out
of her poems. When an interviewer accused her of being too divulging, Sexton responded “I can
invade my own privacy. That’s my right. It’s very embarrassing for someone to expose their
body to you. You don’t learn anything from it. But if they expose their soul, you learn
something” (qtd in Middlebrook, Anne Sexton 329). Sexton was hardly afraid of sharing the
uncomfortable or taboo details of her thoughts and experiences. Nevertheless, “In Celebration of
My Uterus” is somewhat devoid of the highly charged emotions often found in confessional
poetry. For example, when speaking of a proposed operation to remove her uterus, Sexton
simply writes “They wanted to cut you out / but they will not” (lines 3-4). Here, Sexton doesn’t
directly address—or even mention—the conflicting emotions of such a major surgery or how
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that changed her perceptions of her femininity, neither does she dwell on the psychological
effects of her experience. Rather, Sexton writes about “a nation,” “the populace,” “any person,
any commonwealth,” and “many women,” (21-23, 27) centering the poem around a shared
experience. This is notable considering the tendency of confessionalist authors to focus on
personal perceptions and their individual life circumstances. In contrast, “In Celebration of My
Uterus” explores Sexton’s personal identity from a more collective, objective point of view,
demonstrating the therapeutic principle of distancing one’s self from one’s experiences.
This is not to say Sexton’s poetry was always distant from herself. Whereas her final
drafts “were artefacts – carefully created to achieve the effect they did,” Sexton’s early drafts
“may well have been, and probably were, raw cries of pain, anger, distress, joy: possibly
‘confessions’, but not poetry” (Bolton 122, emphasis in original). The distinction between
confession and poetry is in the meticulous crafting of form and content, the dozens of iterations a
draft goes through on its way to becoming a poem. Due to the therapeutic nature of her poetry,
Sexton may have initially included those “raw cries,” but her therapy didn’t stop there. Revising
and reworking poetry was a method of addressing painful subjects but also a way to make her
emotions accessible, and possibly more appropriate, for a larger audience. To Sexton, poetry was
more than just an outlet to vent distress, it was an opportunity to revise her thoughts and thereby
change the way she interacted with her own emotions.
The cognitive focus on positive—or at least accurate—poetic expressions became a way
for Sexton to combat the perceived evil nature of her depression. Sexton recognized the longterm disposition of her depression and often used her poems to seek extended relief from the
suffering it caused her. Of this recognition and relief, Diane Middlebrook writes:
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I learned from Sexton that she despaired of ever getting well; she understood that,
for her, treatment was going to be interminable. Eventually, she came to equate
her illness with the principle of evil in the universe, a component that God had
mysteriously included in creation. As she saw it, her suffering could not be
eliminated, but it could be transformed through sharing. (“Psychotherapy” 406)
The realization that she may never be completely cured of mental illness may have tempted
Sexton to fall into an even deeper despair. However, she determined not to attack her illness, but
to transform it. In other words, she decided to change the way her suffering was perceived
through sharing it. This transformation of suffering may have given Sexton cause to declare
“They said you were sick unto dying / but they were wrong. . . . I dare to live” (lines 5-6, 15).
Her triumphant declarations throughout “In Celebration of My Uterus” appear to be neither
statements of her own opinion nor expressions of a depressed experience. Rather, they are more
likely products of her therapeutic writing, a transformation of her suffering.
Sexton’s therapy did not only inspire writing poetry and shape its content, her therapy
also influenced the tone with which she presented her poetry. “In Celebration of My Uterus” in
particular demonstrates this emerging, uplifted tone (as opposed to other works by Sexton)
through its lexical specificity. Sexton writes of singing “like a school girl” and celebrates “the
central creature and its delight” (lines 9, 14). These and other images connote the levity of a
school girl and the cheerfulness of a creature’s delight and stand in stark contrast to the threat of
illness and a corresponding surgery. Sexton, in using positive, celebratory images transforms her
suffering until “there is enough here to please a nation,” (line 21). These lines reflect Sexton’s
transformation of her opinions, emotions, and experiences through their optimistic and unifying
portrayal of a threatening illness. Sexton’s therapeutic determination to change the way she
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viewed her suffering emerged, in this case, as a celebration of what she could enjoy from what
may otherwise have been a depressing experience. This transformation of suffering was not just
mental, it took place in the very words of her poetry, changing “In Celebration of My Uterus”
from a raw cry of conflicting emotion into a positive and celebratory poem.
Another goal of Sexton’s therapy was to find a reason to live, or rather, a moral cause
that Sexton could contribute to throughout her life. Shortly following a suicide attempt by
Sexton, Dr. Orne visited her in the hospital and told her, “You can’t kill yourself, you have
something to give. Why, if people read your poems . . . they would think, ‘There’s somebody
else like me!’ They wouldn’t feel alone” (Middlebrook, Anne Sexton 43). Middlebrook explains,
“This was the message Sexton called her turning point: ‘I had found something to do with my
life’” (43). Due to her internal struggle with depression and feminine identity, her reason to live
became to help others experiencing similar struggles through poetic representation of her own
life. For several years, Sexton was able to delay her suicide “because her therapist helped her
find and develop resources in herself that broke with prevailing conventions regarding normal
femininity and women’s roles” and because she was able to express those ideas in her poetry
(Middlebrook, “Psychotherapy” 402). This expression of femininity became an integral part of
Sexton’s therapy and quickly found its way into her poetry.
Sexton directly explores female connection and universal identity in “In Celebration of
My Uterus.” Sexton’s transformation of her personal suffering was combined with her desire to
connect with others and was subsequently applied liberally, albeit indirectly, to the female
experience to situate her personal experiences within a collective whole. This motif is most
clearly expressed in “In Celebration of My Uterus” through the Whitmanesque catalog of women
“singing together” of their femininity (line 27). Although “one is / anywhere and some are
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everywhere” in the world, they all “seem to be singing, although some can not / sing a note”
(lines 40-43). The women of the poem are living in different settings, are experiencing different
lives, but they are connected “in celebration of the woman I am / and of the soul of the woman I
am” (lines 12-13). By standing in as the woman for whom they are celebrating, Sexton
demonstrates to the reader that her experience is a shared experience and that it is one that can be
shared by the reader who may be suffering. Sexton admits the differences in the experiences of
each woman, but allows them to sing together, offering a shared community both to the reader
and to herself. This shared community was triumphant in Sexton’s mind, necessitating the titular
phrase “In Celebration.”
Sexton’s desire to participate in a larger community reveals itself in the final, culminating
lines of “In Celebration of My Uterus.” Two refrains of the final two stanzas reflect Sexton’s
attitude towards this larger community:
in celebration of the woman I am
let me carry a ten-foot scarf,
let me drum for the nineteen-year-olds,
let me carry bowls for the offering
(if that is my part). . . .
let me suck on the stems of flowers
(if that is my part).
Let me make certain tribal figures
(if that is my part). (lines 46-49, 52-55)
The continual repetition of the phrase “let me” demonstrates Sexton’s yearning to integrate
herself into the chorus of femininity. The second refrain, “if that is my part” shows her desire to
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identify her personal role, her own contribution to the grand design. Sexton had found a reason to
live, despite her fascination with death, and therefore sought to situate herself within the jubilant
chorus of womanhood. Even as she wrote her poetry to reach out to others who suffered the same
pains as she did, Sexton wanted to receive the same association from a community who had
come to know, in different ways, how to transform their suffering into celebration. These two
final stanzas reflect each aspect of Sexton’s therapy: a polished form and style indicative of
extensive revision, a transformation of personal suffering “in celebration of the woman I am,” a
desire to be admitted to a broader cause by helping others experiencing similar suffering, and a
search for a wholesome part in the vast feminine experience.
Anne Sexton’s therapy clearly shaped the way she lived and viewed her life, but many
authors overlook the specific, intimate way in which it shaped her poems. The impact of therapy
on her poetry was much more than the simple encouragement to write and the surplus of
emotions and events to write about. The goals of Sexton’s therapy to distance herself from her
internal conflicts, to reevaluate her own femininity, to transform her personal suffering, to better
others through her poetry, and to find a place in a larger whole appear explicitly, not just in “In
Celebration of My Uterus,” but in her other poems including “Her Kind,” “To a Friend Whose
Work Has Come to Triumph,” and others. By viewing these and other of Sexton’s works with
this basic understanding of her experience in therapy, a student of Sexton is able to appreciate
the role of therapy in shaping her poetry and is also allowed a unique insight into the
interpretations of her works. Sexton herself realized the immense impact of her therapy on her
poetry and even “feared that psychotherapy in making her well would rob her of crucial access to
the unconscious” and therefore inhibit her poetic ability (Middlebrook, “Psychotherapy” 405).
Although Sexton’s tragic suicide in 1974 prevents us from knowing whether recovery would
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have also brought a decline in her poesy, we can be sure—as she was—that her therapy forever
changed her works.
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